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Counting disability: emerging consensus on the Washington EE

Group questionnaire

In November, 2016, at the fourth meeting of the Inter-
agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG) Indicators in Geneva, a group of leading
UN agencies, civil society actors, and independent
experts issued a statement' strongly supporting the
Washington Group on Disability Statistics’ Short Set
of Questions (WGSS)’ as the preferred method to
use with the SDGs to number the world’s population
of people with a disability. Further support quickly
followed at the UN World Data Forum in Cape Town.
The UN Statistical Commission and the UN’s Economic
Commission for Europe’s Council of European Statistics
has recommended the WGSS for collection of disability
information for the upcoming 2020 round of censuses,
and the UK Department for International Development
is promoting the method for use in its international
development activities. These recommendations are the
latest in a growing body of endorsements for a method
that can be quickly and inexpensively added to censuses,
surveys, and research efforts to generate disaggregated,
internationally comparable data that provides new
insights into how people with disabilities fare in global
health and development efforts.

Demand for such data is increasing. A billion people
worldwide—15% of the world’s population—live with
a disability, and this population is disproportionately
poorer and more marginalised than their non-disabled
peers.* Ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities® by more than 160 countries
since 2006, and the SDGs’ call to “leave no one behind”
has substantially raised demand for accurate disability
data.

Historically, it has been difficult to number people with
physical, intellectual, sensory (ie, deafness, blindness),
and mental health impairments. Disability questions
often are not included in censuses and surveys, or the
statistics collected are inaccurate because of poor clarity
of definitions or stigma that makes respondents reluctant
to identify themselves or household members as disabled.

Broad acceptance of the easily implementable WGSS
tool represents a major step forward. The tool has been
refined since 2001 by the Washington City Group, which
was established under the UN Statistical Commission
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to improve international cooperation on disability data
collection. The Washington City Group is composed
of representatives from National Statistics Offices
from more than 140 nations, as well as UN agencies,
international non-governmental organisations, and
organisations for people who are disabled.®

The method relies on self-reporting rather than
clinical assessment and can be administered by data
collectors or self-administered. The WGSS includes just
six questions and four response categories of severity,
focusing on core functional domains: seeing, hearing,
walking, cognition, self-care, and communication.
The questions are specifically designed to avoid
the traditional problems faced by disability-related
questions by not requiring respondents to label
themselves or others as disabled. In the past decade,
the WGSS has been extensively tested and validated
in all regions of the world, to ensure its accuracy and
universality.

Taking less than 2 min to administer and addressing
not just the presence or absence, but the type and
severity, of disability, the WGSS is designed to be easily
added to a range of tools, including censuses and
household surveys. The findings can be disaggregated
and analysed in conjunction with broad demographic and
household data collected in the same instrument (ie, sex,
education, employment, income, and access to water and
sanitation). Thus, findings of the WGSS provide not just
the disability prevalence but also allow analysis by type
and severity of disability compared with non-disabled
peers.

Collection of accurate disability data is important
because disability is an issue that cuts across many
sectors. With a sufficient sample size, it is possible to
answer such questions as are deaf men more likely
than deaf women to have more education? Or, what
are the employment rates of adults with intellectual
disabilities in rural areas compared with non-disabled
peers or individuals who are intellectually disabled in
urban areas? Because the WGSS can be added to a range
of data collection tools—for example, censuses and the
Household Income and Expenditure Survey—not only
can data be disaggregated by disability in individual tools
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but data collected with different tools can be compared.
The WGSS will also help different ministries understand
how the populations they serve relate to each other.

The WGSS is one of several new disability-related
methods under development. The Washington Group
on Disability Statistics itself has already developed and
validated an extended set of questions on disability
for more in-depth data collection and, in collaboration
with UNICEF, a new Module on Child Functioning for
children aged 2-17 years.” Modules on education and
employment are being tested. WHO is developing a
World Model Disability Survey?® for use as a stand-alone,
in-depth data collection instrument.

The WGSS has several limitations. No question fully
captures mental health impairments and the WGSS is
not intended for children younger than 5 years. However,
as a validated tool ready for immediate use that is
available in many languages, already used in 69 national
censuses, and soon to be added to an additional
29 national censuses, the WGSS provides a quick,
effective, and inexpensive way to generate disability data
for governments, civil society, and research.
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